THE EMPIRE  OF  INDIA
prejudice  in  proclaiming it abominable to  slaughter kine.                         '
The ascetic life was practised in India before the time of Buddha, and the lapse of centuries has not clouded its esteem nor diminished its rigours. Ascetics are familiar figures in an Indian scene. Almost naked, sprinkled with ashes, and wearing long plaits of false hair, they wait for alms at the roadside, wander in groups from shrine to shrine, and congregate in large companies at bathing festivals. Some mortify their fle^h with unsparing severity : they will hold up an arm tmtil it withers in the socket, or habitually sleep on a bed of sharp prongs. More human, and more useful, are those who serve the community as spiritual directors (gurus), and illustrate the distinction between the prophet and the priest. It is the guru to whom the Hindu looks for the direction of his conscience; his Brahmin priest is concerned with ceremonies. Asceticism is not confined to the poor and unlettered; in its ranks you may find men of culture and education. It has generally become the profession of a lifetime, but there are meii who have merely passed* through the discipline and have returned to a secular career in the world.
Men vaguely "believe in the trahsmigration of the soul. Yet they offer oblations to the souls of their ancestors, preserving a custom, however inconsistent, Which has come down through the ages from Vedic times. At an annual festival each Hindu householder offers alms to the shades of the last seven of his ancestors, the offerings decreasing in size with the remoteness of the relationship. To die without a son is to interrupt this celebration, and is considered to be one of the worst of misfortunes. But if the prayers of his wife do not move the Goddess of Fecundity a man may preserve the continuity of his family by adopting a boy.
Ceremonies of mystic significance not only hallow the
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